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Titel: 
‘Designsoziologie D/S: Der erweiterte Designsbegriff im 


Entwurfsfeld der Politischen Theorie und Soziologie’ 


Subject Matter of Thesis 


The habilitation entitled ‘Designsoziologie D/S: Der erweiterte 
Designsbegriff im Entwurfsfeld der Politischen Theorie und Soziologie’ 
by Yana Milev is a monumental attempt to analyse the concept of 
‘design sociology’ by examining design in political theory and 
sociology. It includes the author’s collected works on the subject, 


consisting of essays, public lectures, curating work, and case studies. 
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The thesis is divided into four main clusters (different from what is 


claimed in the Introduction that describes 5 clusters in total). 


Themes of the thesis form a vast body, ranging from social actions, 
to mobility, migration, flexibility processes, communication, 
negotiations and exchanges to mass, volume, bio-power, exchange 
behavior, and resistance (p. 28-29). They also include symbolic 


power, symbolic rule, and symbolic violence (p. 29). 


Within the context of the design concept, Cluster 1 treats governance 
and criminality; Cluster 2 examines hegemony and antagonism; 
Cluster 3 investigates society and precarity; and Cluster 4 looks at 
survival and creativity. The fifth cluster on living and community, 
announced in the Introduction on pp. 19 and 39, is missing from the 


present thesis. 


The many themes of the thesis appear discussed in all clusters, to 
form a motley array illustrating the multi-faceted appearance of the 
design concept within the new media and aesthetics. They 
demonstrate in a multi-generic setting that design permeates all 
walks of life, and all traditional disciplines, and thus demands a new 
approach and a new hybrid form of discourse to account for all the 


complexities of ‘design sociology’. 


The presentation of the monograph resorts to a form that reflects the 
multi-generic multi-media approach to the subject matter, resembling 


an artistic expression of a ‘collage’. It combines artistic playfulness 
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with academic narrative in an experimental way that partially 
succeeds in creating the impression of the design context as all- 
encompassing, pervading all domains of life from politics to bio- 
politics, society, and the arts. The rejection of conventional academic 
forms of presentation in favour of an innovative multi-media 
approach also aims to delineate a new academic sub-field, and 


establishing design sociology as a new academic discipline. 


Contribution to Knowledge 


The thesis has an ambitious aim: it offers a grand sketch of a new 
academic discipline, or sub-field, i.e. design sociology, and attempts 
to define it in its entire scope. It demonstrates the use of new 
methodologies, and contrasts the new discipline with the established 
traditional ones. To this end, the thesis provides a new formal design, 
too, offering a new approach and a new way of looking at academic 
inquiry. It cuts across the fields of media studies, philosophy, 
sociology, art history and aesthetics, setting them in relation to 
sociology and cultural studies. It explores the concept of design and 
attempts to define the area of design research as a new academic 


discipline. 


This bold attempt is no mean feat and constitutes a major 
contribution knowledge. Although it does not necessarily succeed in 
all respects in creating a new academic discourse by assembling a 


collage of different discourses—academic, artistic and media- 


Gutachten Habilitation Yana Milev ‘Designsoziologie D/S: Der erweiterte Designsbe- 


griff im Entwurfsfeld der Politischen Theorie und Soziologie’ 


oriented—it will facilitate new ways of looking at design as an 
academic field of inquiry, open novel avenues for research combining 
media criticism, aesthetics, sociology, anthropology and cultural 
studies, and will also be of interest to historians and political 
scientists. The present innovative form of inquiry comes, however, at 
a cost, reducing readability, lacking a central strong line of argument, 
lacking focus, and making the reader wonder how the many 


examples and themes link together in a meaningful way. 


The thesis offers a new hybrid form of presentation and also a new 
hybrid discourse that combines a multi-media approach to analysis. 
In my view, it merits the award of the habilitation to acknowledge the 
task undertaken by this work, despite its shortcomings outlined in 
more detail below. The thesis boldly presents an unconventional 
approach to interdisciplinary analysis, in the process defining and 


creating a new academic sub-field of inquiry. 


Particular Strengths/Weaknesses 


The strengths of this thesis lie in presenting an innovative design of a 
‘monograph’, that appears as a single-authored anthology, including 
a collection of multi-media, multi-genre forms such as essays, public 
lectures, examples of curating, graphics and pictures. These 
contributions are multi-layered, offering an attempt at sketching, 
outlining and defining a new discipline by encompassing everything 


related to the new discipline of ‘design’. 
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Its strength is simultaneously the greatest weakness of the thesis, 
too: the innovation of the form leaves one wishing for more clarity of 
argument and focal vision of the subject matter, especially if this is 
meant to be a ‘monograph’, rather than a compilation of the author’s 


collected works. 


The enormous scope of the collected writings submitted here (737 
pages in total) allows a great sweep at different aspects of design but 
makes it difficult to see the main focal point of analysis clearly. It also 
makes it difficult to see this monograph as a treatment of one 
theme—it contains so many themes that both its main strength and 
its greatest weakness lie in presenting an all-comprehensive 


discussion of all aspects related to design sociology. 


As it is, the power of the thesis lies in presenting loosely connected 
topics all related to the overarching theme of ‘design’. Cluster 1 
debates ‘Governance and Kriminalitaet im Designkontext’ (pp. 44- 
199). It discusses war and politics, and entrepreneurial strategies 
such as camouflage. It succeeds in uncovering the dark sides of 
consumerism, the dirty tricks of entrepreneurial power. Essay 1 
discusses Foucault’s statement on the problem of governance and 
liberalism. It would be helpful to place the opening quotation into 
context explicitly explaining how it relates to the essay and its 


discussion of the political economy (p. 48, also p. 80). 


A twenty-two page introduction aims at holding the manifold works 
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presented here together. The introduction promises 5 clusters but the 
thesis only presents 4. Could it be that one more cluster is missing? 
Or has it been deliberately cut to bring the work down to 737 pages? 
This seems to me symptomatic of the greatest weakness of this 
work: the enormous scale of putting together different formats and 
different parts of lectures, essays etc. makes it easy to overlook the 
central argument, and to obscure the overview of the presented 
whole. Moreover the thesis claims to be the follow-up study of D.A.— 
A Transdisciplinary Handbook of Design Anthropology, edited by the 
author. This makes the extended work a two-part project, with an 
even larger scale than the work presented here, encompassing no 
less than two new sub-disciplines. This goes far beyond the scope of 
a ‘monograph’. The thesis aims to present an all-encompassing grand 
work while failing to focus on one central theme that might be 


analysed from different angles. 


The four different formats of each cluster presentation—i.e., essay, 
public lecture, curating, and case studies—could in my opinion have 
been pulled together to form a proper monograph, containing 
different parts but one ‘narrative’, to avoid unnecessary repetition, 
and stripping the over-long work of clutter. This would have a 
beneficial effect on readers from other disciplines to enable them to 
access and follow the argument. I am not entirely convinced by the 
argument that collecting lectures, essays, curating and case studies is 
‘innovative’ (p. 38) here in a desirable way. The combination can also 
easily have the side-effect of cutting the unity of the claimed 


monograph into pieces too diverse and too repetitive to form one 
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single whole. 


The announced coloured register-tools are not available in the 
present copy (p. 39). The use of brackets in the main texts is 
distracting and suggests often that two ways of reading one sentence 
are possible. Whilst that may be a preferred style of artistic 
expression or an idiosyncrasy of the author, it would be beneficial for 
clarity’s sake to decide in academic writing on one reading of a 
sentence by either removing the brackets, or deleting their contents. 
If two readings of one sentence are indeed possible, they should be 
explained and accounted for on each occasion. When revising the 
thesis, all unnecessary brackets should be removed, as their over-use 


may be grating to the reader. 


It is not always clear how the different formats and the different 
clusters illuminate each other. The narrative reads more like a loose 
collection of loosely related topics, missing a precious opportunity to 
draw together the evidence into one strong argument. Perhaps 
streamlining the whole work would also have enhanced its force of 
argument. Public lectures normally gain considerably when they are 
worked into proper papers or chapters, and curating work is often 


enhanced by contextual discussion. 


It is an unwelcome academic habit to place quotes before or after the 
text without any explicit critique or discussion. The list of one 
quotation after another on p. 62 would also benefit greatly from 


discussion and critique. The last quote on p. 62 is a short slogan that 
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would need to be commented on; the same applies to the last 


uncommented quote on p. 79. 


Cluster 2, ‘Hegemonie + Antagonismus im Designkontext’ (pp. 200- 
433) describes hegemonies and antagonisms in the mirror of designs. 
It uses Gramsci’s notion of cultural hegemony as a starting point. The 
introduction is clearly structured, starting by defining its terms at the 
outset. I find it problematic to list one quote after another without 
discussing critically their opinions, or authors, or positioning them 
into the context of the academic or theoretical debate, as on p. 211. 
Here the author cites important ideas about globalisation but leaves 
the reader searching for footnotes to locate the sources within the 
wider academic debate, failing to take the opportunity to critique 
other scholars’ opinions. Why the questionable use of sources from 


Wikipedia is necessary, or desirable, needs clarification (e.g. p. 214). 


Part 4 of Essay 4 (p. 224, 227) uses the term ‘dromos’ as opposed to 
‘demos’ but does not explain it. The author overall succeeds in her 
‘radical critique’ of Moufee’s concept of ‘radical democracy’ while 


adding the idea of ‘radical design’ as a practice of resistance (p. 244). 


The public lectures 3 and 4 deal with design hegemonies and design 
anarchy. The discussion of global cities is interesting but remains 
schematic. Specific case studies would have helped to further deepen 


the argument. 


Cluster 3, ‘Gesellschaft + Prekaritat im Designkontext’ analyses 
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society and precarity in the design context (pp. 343-537). This 
condition without security or predictability makes humanity appear on 
the brink of disaster, following Blanchot (p. 435), leaving humans ‘in 
limbo’ (p 434, 436). The author traces the term precarity to Bourdieu 
(1997), linking it to a new form of rulership that uses insecurity for 
the workers’ submission and acceptance of their exploitation. The 
essays debate precarity, its links to Dostoevsky as a ‘misfit’ in his 
cellar, his protest against the world expos in London and Paris, and 
the position of crisis in the media today. The curatings make an 
interesting link to the Arab Spring, showcasing human cries for help. 
It would be good to add a conclusion to delineate the findings of the 


essays, public lecture, curatings and case studies. 


Cluster 4, ‘Überleben + Kreativität im Designkontext’ (pp. 574-737) 
discusses the concept of emergency design within the context of 
emerging markets as forms of catastrophe capitalism. Emergency 
design is linked to marginalization. The concept of emergency 
includes cultural catastrophes, climate change, assymetries in 
warfare, and service industry warfare ‘under the cover of UN 
organisations and UN emergency forces’ (p. 575). The discourse of 
emergency design combines the analyses of culture, consumerism, 


education, media and knowledge. 


Details of Corrections Required 


Each of the four clusters is introduced by a short prefaces but misses 
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the opportunity to summarize and outline the findings in a conclusion. 
Conclusions to each cluster should be added in revision and before 
publication, in addition to a general ‘concluding remarks’ section at 
the end of the thesis. 


Some formal problems: 

e Abbreviations should be properly deciphered in a list of 
abbreviations. 

e The missing page numbers in the table to contents make 
looking up subheadings very cumbersome. This would normally 
not be acceptable in a thesis, or published book. 

e The missing cluster 5 needs to be added, or the introduction 
needs to be adjusted. 

e An index may indeed help the reader to navigate the multi- 


genre, multi-topic, multi-media narrative more easily. 


p. 16: Why is case study 6 on p. 698 part of C3? 
p. 572: adjust table to contents for beginning of Cluster 4. 


Discussion 


The approach also incorporates a multi-cultural setting, referring to 
Europe, the US and commercial exploitation in Latin America (p. 
183ff). This aspect could be fruitfully further developed in future 
research. There is little reference to Asia or East Asia, and such 


considerations would have to be couched within a culturally sensitive 
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framework. Emergency design (pp, 580ff; p. 687, for example) poses 
as an intriguing concept to analyse global shifts and political issues in 


moments of global crises (also p. 595). 


The thesis dissects perceptions of a multi-media present and reveals 
the facets of its hypercomplexity. It also thematises how the use of 
the internet changes communication in the twenty-first century (p. 
546ff), and investigates how commercial interests impact on the way 
design is marketed. The thesis succeeds in creating an innovative 
discourse on media, design and socio-political contexts within the 
European and American contexts. It is not always clear how culturally 
diverse contexts can be compared fruitfully, and how we would need 


to account for cultural divergences in the design context. 


The thesis presents a multi-media approach to a multi-media subject, 
and reflects this in attempting to present itself as a multi-genre and 
multi-media reading experience. It offers a hybrid discourse that 
analyses political power relations, and social issues, within a multi- 
cultural context. Examples appear from the cultures of Europe, the 
US, Latin America and Africa (e.g. p. 46). More attention could be 
given to how the various cultures cited in this work differ or compare 
with each other, and whether we need to apply more culturally 
sensitive approaches to analyse their contexts in a nuanced way. The 
materials assembled here form a motley collection, held together 
loosely by the concept of design within its political, social and cultural 


contexts. 
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The sheer quantity of examples assembled in this thesis makes an 
overview difficult. This is enhanced by the absence of a conclusion, or 
even a bibliography. The quality of analysis by contrast could be 
enhanced by explaining the symbolism of the examples used, with 
reference to how representative for wider trends, or unique they 


appear within their specific contexts. 


Using the form of the ‘collage’, the thesis combines multi-approaches, 
multi-topics and multi-analyses. Visual materials complement the 
theoretical parts, although the connection of the argument between 
text and images is not always clearly marked. It is not entirely clear 
how the guest curatings included in this work (by other authors) 
relate to the other discussions, and why some parts by other authors 
are included at all? Nonetheless, within the attempt to demonstrate 
how ‘design sociology’ ultimately touches all and every subject, and 
can be extended to all countries and cultures, the thesis succeeds in 
breaking up traditional patterns of presentation and analysis, while 
opening up new avenues of inquiry that will most certainly lead to 


new multi-and transdisciplinary trends in future research. 


The thesis shows how design transcends ‘local and global examples’ 
(p. 625ff.). Its multi-media approach highlighting the hyper- 
complexity and hybridity of cultures, and aesthetic forms, appears to 


hit the nerve of the times. 


The overkill in terms of themes, subjects, and potential avenues for 


analysis make the thesis look like a road map into unknown terrain. It 
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may not completely succeed in launching the discourse for a new 
discipline, but it will most likely inspire future research into similar 
topics, and show new avenues for cultural, anthropological and social 


research. 


Recommendation 


The thesis presents an idiosyncratic approach combining artistic 
devices and academic discourse to dismantle traditional forms of 
academic inquiry into the concept of ‘design’, and to establish a new 
hybrid multi-media discourse suitable for a new multi-media 
discipline. It is a grand outline of a whole field, and this accounts for 
the vast terrain covered in this work. The enormous scope presents 
its greatest strength but also its greatest weakness as the work 


presented here appears to lack focus and precise analysis. 


The task undertaken however merits applause as the thesis presents 
a bold vision of how to demarcate a new academic sub-field 
traversing across a multi-disciplinary landscape. In the process many 
interesting points are discussed and analysed, such as ‘emergency 
design’ within the context of survival and creativity (p. 574ff.), or 


design hegemony and the ‘dark side of chocolate’ (p. 190ff). 


The claim that the present thesis is an extension of the author’s 
previous project on D/A design anthropology (p. 18) indicates that 
the thesis in its present form is indeed designed to be ‘open ended’, 


originating in a previous work and leading on to the sketch of a whole 
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new discipline, rather than being the description of one single project. 
The work testifies to independent research and an inquisitive mind, 
combining ambitious aims with a new and highly topical area of 


research that will exert an impact on the future research. 


For these reasons I recommend the award of Habilitation to the 
author, acknowledging the weight of the task undertaken and the 
scope of research as a valuable contribution to establishing a new 
academic discourse within the new multi-media environment that is 
shaping our future. For future publication, I would recommend that 
thorough revision is undertaken, to tidy up omissions, typos and 
grammatical infelicities, and to remove unnecessary repetitions of 
both quotations and arguments. It would make sense to attach 
concluding remarks to each cluster and a conclusion to the thesis as a 
whole so as not to miss an opportunity to pull together the many 
strands of inquiry opened up by the multitude of topics and themes 


discussed. 


Daria Berg 
UNIVERSITY OF ST. GALLEN 
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